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Owning a pet may be beneficial to your overall health in the
long run. Pets act as companions and may keep us comforted in
troubling times. They may also help you stay in shape or get
back into shape by increasing your activity level. Through these
lifestyle changes owning a pet may also help decrease your risk
for certain types of diseases and disorders related to your
cardiovascular health and blood pressure, as well as helping to
manage the risks and side effects associated with diabetes.

Cardiovascular Health
Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death in the
United States. Primary risk factors for cardiovascular disease
include lack of physical activity, being overweight (Body Mass
Index, BMI, 25.0 to 30) or obese (BMI of 30 or higher),
unhealthy diet, smoking status, high blood pressure, blood
glucose, and elevated total cholesterol. Prevention programs
attempt to manage the severity of these risks and work with
patients to manage those factors that already impact their health.
However, despite prevention efforts, over 60% of American
adults are considered overweight or obese, and over 50% do not
perform the recommended levels of physical activity. While
treatment tends to include medications and lifestyle
interventions, a new mechanism for managing cardiovascular health is under investigation: the influence
of pet ownership. The American Heart Association (AHA) has found associations between pet ownership
and the following risk factors for cardiovascular problems:

● Lowered blood pressure.

● Improved recovery time from stress.

● Decreased risk of stroke and heart attack.

● Increased physical activity.

● Improvements in weight loss.

Blood Pressure
The AHA published a study in 2013 which indicated an association between pet ownership and lower
blood pressure. Individuals who owned pets had significantly lower systolic blood pressure than
individuals who did not own pets. Systolic blood pressure occurs when your heart beats and pushes blood
through your body, which creates pressure on blood vessels. Similarly, systolic blood pressure was better
in individuals after adopting dogs than before adoption. Those who owned pets had significantly lower
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resting heart rates, and these individuals experienced smaller increases in heart rate and blood pressure in
response to stress.

Another study carried out by Joel David Wright and his colleagues in 2007 found that the risk of high
blood pressure was lower for pet owners than non-pet owners across all ages. The study also concluded
that individuals who owned a dog had lower systolic blood pressure than those who never owned a pet.

In 2019, the Mayo Clinic published a study that pet owners had higher cardiovascular health scores than
non-owners, with higher scores indicating a lower risk for cardiovascular disease. Therefore, owning a pet
may be associated with better cardiovascular health, as it lowers the risk for cardiovascular disease. Better
cardiovascular functioning, as a result, may also improve recovery time from stress, which could reduce
an individual’s risk for cardiovascular disease in the long run. According to this study, pets offer
companionship and social support, which may also act as a mechanism for lowering the risk of
cardiovascular disease.

Physical Activity
Pet ownership may also act as a tool for increasing exercise in pet owners. The AHA found that dogs may
positively influence the level of human physical activity: dog owners in the study engaged in significantly
more physical activity and were 54% more likely to obtain recommended amounts.

Likewise, Pamela J. Schreiner’s study in Current Cardiovascular Risk Reports found that dog owners
were more likely to engage in moderate physical activity such as walking. However, according to Dr.
Krishnankutty Sudhir of Stanford University Medical Center, this mechanism may be limited to dog
owners, with other pets having less influence on the owner’s physical activity.

This relationship may be partly due to an increase in behavioral intention associated with dog ownership
– meaning that owning a dog positively affects the owner’s cognitive beliefs about exercise, especially
moderate exercise like walking. Pets, dogs specifically, may also act as sources of motivation and social
support for walking, making it easier for their owners to start and continue to exercise. If considered a
companion by their owners, any pet may similarly offer encouragement and motivation to their owners
and reduce perceived barriers to physical activity.

Increased physical activity helps support a healthy weight and a lower BMI. According to the AHA,
individuals who adopted dogs also had a lower incidence of obesity; these individuals also met the
recommended amount of physical activity. However, individuals who did not own dogs had a 60% higher
risk of being overweight than those who regularly walked their dogs. The AHA also noted that individuals
who owned dogs were more likely to remain involved in their weight loss program; this is likely because
of the companion animal’s added emotional support.

Prediabetes and Diabetes
Research on the impact of pet ownership on a person’s risk of prediabetes and diabetes is limited.
However, owning a pet may offer social support, making it easier to maintain a healthy lifestyle or
implement lifestyle modifications. Similarly, owning a pet may also be a way to increase activity, which
is essential for managing prediabetes and diabetes. In 2015, ADW Diabetes noted that individuals with
diabetes are encouraged to exercise regularly, with a recommended exercise goal of 30 minutes daily.
Walking your dog is a great way to fit exercise into your daily routine. In addition to other exercise
routines, this daily walk may also benefit the long-term management of weight and insulin.

In 2006, the National Institute of Health (NIH) cited that it may benefit people with diabetes to own dogs.
Individuals with diabetes are at an increased risk for cardiovascular complications; owning pets may
modulate the relationship between these cardiovascular complications in individuals with diabetes. The
findings in this study indicate that adults who suffered heart attacks and owned dogs may be more likely
to be alive a year later than those who did not have dogs. Another study published in 2012 by Naoka Aiba
and colleagues found that pet owners had higher parasympathetic nervous system stimulation and



lowered sympathetic nervous system activity than individuals who did not own pets. These findings
suggest that owning a pet may counteract the adverse effects of diabetes on nervous system activity.

Prediabetes and diabetes are also associated with a higher BMI, lack of physical activity, and higher blood
pressure. Pet ownership may help manage the impact of these complications, thus helping to manage the
adverse side effects or risks associated with prediabetes and diabetes. However, it is important to
recognize that keeping a daily, manageable routine is key to any health management strategy; prediabetes
and diabetes are no exception. While helping keep your pet safe, healthy, and happy, is important, it’s also
necessary to do all those things for yourself. Building routines with your pets, like walking your dog daily
or cleaning your pet’s cage, can help you build other habits that may help manage your prediabetes or
diabetes. This may include daily physical activity or better eating habits.

To summarize, your pet may act as a source of comfort in times of stress and offer companionship and
support you may not receive from other people. Whether it be a dog, a cat, a goat, or a fish, your pet
creates a sense of belonging and appreciation that may benefit our overall health. Our stress management
may improve because seeing pets can trigger a relaxation response. Likewise, you may better maintain
physical activity and weight by owning a dog due to daily walks and exercise. Creating a daily routine
with your pet may also create stability within your life and improve your overall well-being while
decreasing your stress response. Keeping up with something other than yourself creates a sense of
responsibility, which may impact strategies you use in being responsible for your health. Owning a pet
offers social support, which can influence your reaction to adverse situations that make managing your
health a challenge. Through this social support system, owning a pet also can help lower blood pressure,
improve cardiovascular functioning, increase activity levels, decrease weight, and manage prediabetes
and diabetes.

For more information regarding other prevention strategies, visit:
https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/prediabetes/

https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/diabetes/

https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/obesity/

https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/hypertension/

https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/heart-disease/
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If this document didn’t answer your questions, please contact HGIC at hgic@clemson.edu or 1-888-656-
9988.
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